THE BLIND MAN'S HUNT

"I should certainly have done better to have put you in an institu-
tion/* cried Mother Lachaume. " It would have saved me a great deal
of misery... Marie Feudechien doesn't know how lucky she is to have
lost her son in the war! And now, listen to me/' she went on5 putting
her arms round the idiot, "we shan't be put out of here till Pm dead,
and that won't be long, you may be sure."

"Don't let's count our chickens/' muttered Simon.

"As for you, you can get out of that door/* replied the old woman.

Simon got up,, took off his spectacles, passed his hand over his snub-
nosed face, and then replaced the glasses when he had wiped them with
his thumbs.

The old woman thought she had checkmated him.

"Very well/' he said calmly. "You've forgotten that I have never
claimed the part of the inheritance due to me from my father. Since
you're being so stubborn about it, I shall demand the sale of the house.
Everything will be put up to auction and you can then do as you like."

"You'd do that?" murmured Mother Lachaume.

"The law's on my side/3 said Simon.

She very nearly replied that in that case the law was directed against
honest people; but the blow was too hard, and she saw that Simon had
the whip-hand.

She sat down, tossing her head in silence. Simon gave her plenty of
time to grasp the fact of her defeat, then,, putting his hand on her
shoulder,, he said gently: "Very well, Mother, I'll come back next
week. You'll see, you'll be much happier at Jeumont."

"Perhaps I'll be lucky enough to die before I have to move/' thought
Mother Lachaume when her son had left.

She sat there a long time without moving, then she went painfully to
get a tub, pulled it in front of the stove and filled it with hot water.

"Gome on, Louis," she said, "come and have your bath. It's not
the right day, but it doesn't matter. Have the benefit of it, my poor
boy; perhaps I shan't have the chance of bathing you often from now
on."

She took the idiot's schoolboy clothes off, and helped him into the
tub.

"Take care, don't upset it."

Weeping, Mother Lachaume devoted herself to the happy task of
washing the forty-four-year-old idiot, who sat naked in the wooden
tub, with crooked backbone, bronze-coloured skin and sterile genitals,
but who yet fulfilled for her, in the most appalling and terrible way,
the secret dream of every mother: that of keeping her son in a state
of perpetual childhood.
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